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Tobin Tax at the United Nations 


A Short Note on the “Tobin Tax”. 

Report from the Preparatory Committee for 
Geneva 2000: UN special General Assembly ont 
the Copenhagen Summit on Social Development 
plus 5 


BACKGROUND 


In 1995 the proposal to investigate a tax on 
international currency transactions as a means to 
damp down speculative crises and raise revenue 
for development was touted by UNDP and others 
in the lead-up to the Copenhagen World Summit 
on Social Development (WSSD). We know there 
was interest on the part of the Canadian Minister 
of Finance and some of his officials. We also know 
that the idea was strangled at birth in Canada, 
and that various forces, including the BCNI 
representative on the Canadian delegation made 
sure it went no where in Copenhagen, despite the 
efforts of Canadian , Australian and European NGO 
folk. 


Since that time the “Tobin Tax” issue has been 
stymied by the U.S. “Helms/Dole” rider that 
prevented the UN from advancing study or 
discussion of the principle. The OECD countries 
were a common front against any initiative. 


GENEVA 2000: WSSD +5 


In the context of the preparation for the Special 
General Assembly to make a five-year review of 
the WSSD Canadian NGOs pressed the Canadian 
government to take initiative on a variety of 


issues include poverty eradication in Canada, 
debt, aid levels and a currency transactions tax. 


On April 12, the Canadian delegation to the WSSD 
+ 5 Preparatory Committee put forward an 
amendment which called for study of the 
feasibility of a currency transactions tax. Tiny as 
this initiative seems, it was the first break in the 
repression of the issue in five years. 


The initiative created considerable excitement 
among the NGOs and social movements present 
and the avid interest of the Department of Social 
and Economic Affairs (DESA) of the United 
Nations. The Ecumenical Team and _ allies 
sponsored a noon-hour panel with Wayne Easter 
(M.P., Canada), European (CIDSE) and Philippine 
(J ubilee South) spokespeople. 


Needless to say, despite the fact that religious and 
secular NGOs from countries as diverse as Korean, 
Belgium and the Philippines made passionate 
advocacy on behalf of the tax, and even the IMF’s 
Fiscal Policy director, Vito Tanzi, spoke in favor of 
a study, the voices of the U.S., Japan and the E.U. 
were unanimously negative. The chair of the 
session, Chile’s Christian Maquiera, made a quick 
move to save the proposal for another day by 
taking it off the table and asking the Canadians to 
come up with fresh wording. 


The issue may come up at the next preparatory 
meeting (New York, May 17-23) and if it survives 
that meeting, at the Special General Assembly 
itself (Geneva, June 26-30). The objective at the 
moment is to keep it on the table, so that further 
work can be done among G-77 and European 
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nations to secure more positive responses than 
were forthcoming in April. 


An international NGO network has been formed to 
press the matter. Meanwhile in Washington Rep. 
Peter deFazio and Senator Paul Wellstone have 
put forth a resolution in the US Congress in favor 
of a tax, and a “World Legislators and 
Parliamentarians Call for Tobin-Style Taxes” has 
been initiated (http: //tobintaxcall.free. fr). 


The Canadian government (Martin, Axworthy, 
Minna) need strong encouragement, despite the 
negativity of the US, etc., to keep the issue on the 
table through to the Geneva Special General 
Assembly in June.. 


John W. Foster, NGO Advisor, Canadian 
Delegation to the Preparatory Committee on the 
WSSD +5 


Parliament to Debate Currency Tax 
17 April 2000 


Labour MP Maria Fyfe will lead a one-and-a-half 
hour adjournment debate tomorrow on the Tobin 
Tax. The tax, which would hit currency speculation 
and raise billions for poverty eradication, has 
already received cross-party support from over 
100 MP’s. The Labour backbench International 
Development Committee is supporting the debate. 


International anti-poverty charity War on Want 
has led the UK campaign for the tax. They have 
argued that currency speculation leads to less 
stability in poor countries and more global 
poverty. With nearly two trillion dollars changing 
hands on currency markets each day, War on 
Want estimate that a tax of just 0.25% would 
raise over $250 billion. That is nearly five times 
more than the world currently spends on aid and 
would pay off all international debt within just 
eight months. 


War on Want Campaigns Director Rob Cartridge 
said "this adjournment debate marks a real 
breakthrough in the campaign and signifies the 
mass support for an idea that would help make a 
huge difference to all poor countries. We hope 
that the government will signal it’s support and 
throw its weight behind the international 
campaign for a Tobin Tax ". 


Notes for editors: 


For further information or an interview call the 
Press Office at War on Want: 020 7620 1111, or 
contact Steve Tibbett, mobile: 0771 258 0643 
email: stibbett@waronwant.org 

The debate will take place in Westminster Hall 
from 10am to 11.30, Tuesday 18th April 

The Tobin Tax is named after Nobel prize-winning 
US economist James Tobin 





Steve Tibbett. Senior Campaigner. 
War on Want 


Global J ustice is Not a "Nebulous Thing" 


On Saturday, April 15 | was illegally arrested and 
imprisoned for 23 hours, together with hundreds 
of peaceful protesters and at least a dozen 
innocent bystanders of which | was one. As a 
consultant to the World Bank, a citizen of a 
developing country, and a person who has 
committed his life to the work of development | 
was appalled by the conduct of the police and by 
the way the "system" works. As a consequence, | 
am now far more sympathetic with the demands 
of the protesters and just a tad more cynical about 
the "establishment." 


| was arrested with no explanation, no prior 
warning, and for no legitimate reason. | was 
standing close to the protesters because | 
disagreed with much of what | had heard them 
say in the media prior to coming to Washington 
D.C.. | wanted to hear in person what they had to 
say in order to decide for myself whether their 
arguments were reasonable or not and to 
summarize conclusions in a note for the World 
Bank's daily internal newsletter. | was not the only 
one, Magali Laguerre, a Haitian colleague at the 
World Bank, had the same purposes and was also 
arrested. So were several tourists and_ local 
residents who were literally just passing by. 


| had been there for less than five minutes when 
the police closed both sides of the street and did 
not allow anyone to pass even though nothing 
except a peaceful march was taking place. No 
warning was given. No explanation was made. 
When | asked to pass or for an explanation on 
what was happening, no response was given. After 
an hour in which dozens of additional police 
arrived, police started handcuffing people one by 
one and marching them onto school buses. Not 
one protester was violent or in any way 
unreasonable. 


My experience was similar to that of hundreds of 
others, including women and many teenagers. | 
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was roughly handcuffed for over 17 hours (my 
arms and shoulders are still sore), repeatedly lied 
to, and denied an explanation of any kind or 
access to a telephone or to any means of 
informing my wife what was happening until 5:00 
am the next day, 12 hours later. A demonstrator 
who had come from Texas with his son was not 
able to receive any information from the police on 
the status of his teenage son who had no money, 
no contacts in Washington D.C., and who had 
done nothing except protest peacefully. Several 
were looking for their girlfriends and also were not 
given any information, and Jim, a biologist with a 
health problem, was repeatedly told by police that 
they could do nothing to help him retrieve his 
medication. | could not help but think that it was 
through illegitimate and unjust arrests such as 
this one that the terrible nightmares of political 
prisoners from around the world had begun. | 
could not believe that this was happening in the 
United States of America. Contrary to declarations 
in the press today by Chief Ramsey, | did not see 
much professionalism among the police on the 
inside, where there was no media to ensure 
accountability. Instead, | witnessed harsh threats, 
incompetence, and injustice, very worrying to see 
in the police force of a democratic and powerful 
nation. 


Fortunately, we were in the United States, and it 
only took 19 hours before a lawyer appeared, and 
5 more before a mock trial took place, and so we 
did not "disappear" as common people, similar to 
us, may have had this occurred in a different 
country. The way they handled us, it certainly felt 
like they could do so if they chose to. | was 
released after 23 hours on Sunday at 4:00 p.m. 
with no charges, because it was neither in the 
interest of the court nor in mine to keep the 
record. For me, this open letter is the record. 


The group | was with was transported to three 
different facilities, all heavily guarded. The first 
was a detention center for mentally ill patients. 
We spent three hours in an overcrowded room in 
which it was so hot that it became difficult to 
breathe and all were sweating. Only when the 
more than 50 people in the room started to really 
get angry did they allow us to use the bathroom 
or have a drink of water, some five to six hours 
after being detained. In almost 24 hours the only 
food provided was one sandwich with balone that 
was almost green. 


For all practical purposes, the police proved to be 
the greatest allies of the protesters in this 
demonstration because they perfectly proved the 


point the protesters were trying to make in this 
march: poverty and suppression of liberty go hand 
in hand and lead to further social injustice. In my 
own case, this first-hand experience of American 
police and prisons was an enlightening, life- 
changing event that helped me to fully understand 
the sometimes incoherently expressed, but 
otherwise perfectly legitimate and profound 
arguments that | now firmly believe the majority 
of the protesters were out to make. 


In this particular demonstration, protesters had 
centered their diverse arguments on_ the 
relationship between’ the _ "Prison-Industrial 
Complex" and the Structural Adjustment Programs 
enforced by the International Monetary Fund and 
World Bank in developing countries. As a passerby 
earlier in the day | had scoffed-| know the World 
Bank, respect its work enormously, and agree with 
someone who said that blaming the World Bank 
for causing world poverty is like blaming the Red 
Cross for beginning World Wars | and II. | did and 
still do believe that many of the protesters have 
not bothered to educate themselves on what these 
institutions do. If they had they would have 
greater respect for these institutions and would 
perhaps even seek ways to coordinate efforts with 
the World Bank to achieve their goals, as many 
other non-profit and other organizations already 
do. 


On the other hand, after a day in prison listening 
to, and speaking with a number of the protesters, 
many of them highly educated and decent people 
with coherent arguments, | understood their point 
and it is a simple and valid one. In essence, they 
argue that too many powerful institutions and 
individuals, both in the United States and in 
developing countries, are ignoring the 
fundamental principles and liberties that are the 
sine qua non foundations for a free society and an 
open economy. | agree, especially after having 
been imprisoned and being subject to the 
ruthlessness with which people with power can 
treat those who have no power. 


As Noble Laureate Amartya Sen recently argued in 
Development as Freedom, political freedom and 
economic development must go hand in hand. As 
Joseph Stiglitz and others have repeatedly pointed 
out, the World Bank and particularly the IMF and 
especially governments of their client countries 
still have much to do be more accountable to the 
common citizen. And as the protesters in this 
march against the "Prison-Industrial Complex" 
argue, and direct experience this weekend 
confirmed, there are institutions in the United 
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States that would like to believe they are beyond 
accountability, beginning with the police force 
which is supposed to uphold and not repress 
freedom of expression. It is an unfortunate day 
when the image of great institutions is tarnished, 
especially when their mission is precisely to serve 
the public, reduce poverty, and build free and fair 
societies. And yet the World Bank, the IMF and 
the governments of both developed and 
developing nations are not helping their own 
cause or serving their citizens when illegal arrests 
take place, especially when it results from dissent 
of opinion. 


| refer not only to the arrests that took place this 
weekend but to others that take place around the 
world all the time. | have witnessed 
demonstrations since | was a child in my own 
nation, Bolivia (where six people were killed last 
week in demonstrations). The IMF and World Bank 
are identified, rightly or wrongly, as symbols of 
global capitalism. As a consultant to the World 
Bank and someone who firmly believes in its 
mission and integrity, | believe it is a big mistake 
to further substantiate the claims of radicals who 
throw the World Bank and IMF in the same bag as 
the "Prison-Industrial Complex" and "greedy 
corporations." And yet that is exactly what 
happened this weekend. By _ ignoring’ the 
demonstrators, freezing communication, and 
delegating intermediation to the police the World 
Bank and the IMF did not deal with difference of 
opinion, and this is precisely, in my view, the 
severest critique made by demonstrators. If this is 
how they dealt with dissent in Washington D.C., 
who is to argue that it is not possible at least 
indirectly, that the Bank and the IMF would turn a 
blind eye to similar tactics used by governments 
and their police forces in developing nations. 


As things turned out, a few radicals that explicitly 
advocated extreme positions set the tone of the 
demonstrations. As a result, there are now more 
people who are convinced that the World Bank 
and IMF might in some way be linked to injustice 
in developing nations. Constructive alternatives, 
such as an open forum in which representatives of 
these groups could express their concerns and in 
turn learn more about the work of the IMF and the 
World Bank, would have had the opposite effect, 
nurturing allies for the war on poverty instead of 
misinformed and disgruntled opponents. 


The significance of this weekend's events lie not 
so much in whether one side or the other is 
ultimately right in its arguments. Rather, it is that 
there are people who have legitimate concerns to 


share publicly, that these people have to take to 
the streets in order to be heard, and that for 
better or worse the image and legitimacy of good 
institutions were damaged. 


If the World Bank, the IMF, and governments 
refuse to listen to well-educated and caring people 
who come all the way to their doorsteps, and if 
street protests, prisons, and the use of police 
force are the preferred tools to avoid engaging in 
dialogue, we are all headed down a dangerous 
path. The protesters of course are not all innocent 
or correct -among them there are clearly ignorant, 
misinformed, and downright dangerous types who 
do believe in violence and do not respect or even 
care about the rights that many of their fellow 
protesters do believe in. 


Nonetheless, as poorly expressed and incoherent 
as the arguments of the protesters may seem 
their fundamental cause is correct and noble. And, 
it is completely in tune with what thousands of 
people at the World Bank and IMF work hard for 
every day: ensuring that human __ beings 
everywhere have the chance to live a decent life. 
To allow the police of any nation to intimidate and 
suppress voices through such illegal and totally 
stupid procedures as those used in Washington 
D.C. this weekend-methods that sometimes have 
far worse consequences in developing countries-is 
for these institutions, the United States Police, the 
World Bank, and the IMF, to agree or at least 
condone what a U.S. Marshall screamed in my ear 
as he violently slammed me into a wall when 
reminded that he was violating my fundamental 
rights: "Down here there is no democracy. This 
place is a dictatorship and | am God. If you open 
your mouth again | will kick your ass till you are 
sorry." 


To cite the front page of this weeks, The 
Economist, this is a "testing time for the world 
economy," and unless the IMF, the World Bank, 
and governments around the world fully embrace 
the classical principles upon which free societies 
are build and which Amartya Sen reminds us of-- 
political freedom and economic development must 
go hand in hand--old and "forgotten dangers "will 
come back to haunt us. After being illegally 
arrested for 23 hours, handcuffed for 17 of those 
hours, and seriously threatened and intimidated 
for a crime | had not committed, | clearly 
understood what the protesters are after. "Global 
justice" is not a "nebulous thing", as The 
Economists’ April 15th article on the protesters 
puts it. Very simply stated, global justice is the 
call for institutions and individuals worldwide to 
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respect and seriously uphold the basic principles 
upon which free, civilized, humane, and 
prosperous societies are built. 


Leon Galindo Vienna, Virginia April 17, 2000 
leongalindo@msn.com 

First published April 18° Independent Media 
Center, Washington, DC http://dc.indymedia.org 








Looking for help 


A group of volunteers is helping ATTAC translating 
documents from English and other languages or to 
English and other languages. In fact ATTAC is 
currently working in 10 languages. 


Due to current and new needs we are looking for 
help to increase our ability to translate and to give 
access to information to anyone whatever their 
language. The development of ATTAC in new 
countries, our networking worldwide, our website 
visited monthly by people from around 100 
different countries (1 200 000 connections last 
month), the new actions and especially the pre- 
Geneva 2000 international summit (June 22" to 
June 25") will need further assistance from the 
translation group. 


Who are we looking for? 


You possess one or more mother tongue(s) but 
are living in a foreign country of which you are 
mastering the written language, or you have 
learned the ability to master one or several 
written foreign language(s): that is exactly you 
that we are looking for! 


Although we are a little short in the English and/or 
Spanish and/or French combination, we are 
looking for any type of language combinations (*). 


How does it work? 


Just fill out the following email (see hereafter). 
Then you'll be subscribed to a mailing list 
depending on your language(s). The group is now 
re-uniting 200 volunteers and is animated and 
coordinated by 5 volunteers that manage 
everything for the translators. 


When a document is published on these lists, the 
translation work is based on the fact that you 
accept it or not, acceptance depending on the fact 
that you have time or not and/or that you like the 
document or not. In fact you are totally free and 
you can help if you want to. 


Someone reads all translations again before 
publication to ensure the quality of the translated 
documents. The translation is therefore teamwork. 


You want to join this group. 


Please email to coorditrad@attac.org mentioning: 
1) Your mother tongue(s) 

2) The written language(s) you are mastering 

3) Specialized technical themes you are familiar 
with 

4) Any other remarks you want that will enable 
the coordinating team to help you. 





Thank you 


(*) For languages that are not using Latin letters 
we are asking our translators to be able to edit a 
PDF that is helping us to publish the document 
online. For the Arabic letters especially, the recent 
development of ATTAC in countries that are using 
this language will enable us to propose for it other 
technical solutions. 


Barclays profits from global instability 


Barclays Bank, along with other high street banks, 
are winners from currency speculation, the 
damaging process that threatens to undermine 
developing countries’ economies. They take part in 
betting on currency movements in a recent trend 
that has destabilised economies from Asia to Latin 
America. 


A protest today outside the Barclays AGM by the 
campaigning charity War on Want will call on the 
bank to stop the type of short-term foreign 
exchange dealing that leads to global instability. 
Barclays ranks 16th globally for volume of foreign 
exchange dealing and in 1998 made a profit of 
£100 million on this part of their business. 


"These kind of activities can have devastating 
consequences for the lives of our partners in 
Indonesia and Brazil", said War on Want’s 
Director, Catherine Matheson. "It’s about time 
that banks realised that their short-term profits 
can mean someone else’s long-term suffering". 


The charity believes there are strong arguments 
for taxing foreign exchange dealing. It is calling 
for the government to consider a 0.25% ‘Tobin 
Tax’, to be levied on all foreign exchange 
transactions, the proceeds of which would be 
spent on poverty eradication programmes. The tax 
could raise as much as £160 billion a year and at 
the same time discourage damaging speculation. 
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Notes: 


For further information call the Press Office at War 
on Want: 020 7620 1111, or contact Steve 
Tibbett, mobile: 0771 258 0643. email: 
stibbett@waronwant.org 





A report, ‘The Global Gamblers: British Banks and 
the Foreign Exchange Game’, by Helen Hayward, 
is available from War on Want. 


In Indonesia, since the financial crisis began in 
1997, the price of basic foods has doubled while 
wages have stayed the same. The price of rice, 
the staple for most people, has risen by as 
staggering 300%. According to the ILO, in 1998 
alone unemployment rose by 5.4 million, with 
millions more underemployed or simply not 
counted. 


Date: Wednesday 26th April 2000 
Time: 10.30a.m. 


Venue: Barclays Bank AGM, Queen Elizabeth 
Centre, Queen Elizabeth Hall, Westminster 


Barclays - A Call to Stop Currency Speculation 


War on Want is calling for Barclays Bank, a major 
winner from currency speculation, to take the lead 
amongst British banks and_ withdraw _ their 
involvement in this damaging form of "global 
gambling". 


The international campaigning charity will today 
highlight the damaging effects of foreign currency 
speculation on the jobs and livelihoods of millions 
of workers in developing countries. 


A group of street entertainers will be performing 
outside the AGM to illustrate the links between 
currency speculation and the recent financial 
crises in S.E.Asia, Latin America and Russia. 


